Smoking produces a smaller increase in heart rate in the natural smoking environment than in the laboratory.
We tested whether the physiological effects of smoking a cigarette under standard conditions in a laboratory are similar to those seen in a room at home. On two separate test days ten healthy smokers were prepared with a small physiological recorder and were then requested to carry out a protocol requiring them to smoke one of their cigarettes in their usual way either (1) in the laboratory where they had never smoked previously, or (2) at home, alone in a quiet room where they regularly smoke. The experiment which counterbalanced the order of testing showed that in both test situations smoking produced a clear increase in heart rate (HR) and in skin conductance (SC); however, when testing was carried out in the home environment the increase in the HR was significantly less than in the laboratory. No significant differences were found for the baseline HR values in the two environments and there were no significant situational effects in the SC data. It was concluded that under conditions of normal smoking, data on the physiological effects of a cigarette in the laboratory may not be fully generalizable to those seen in the natural smoking situation. Several possible mechanisms of this situationally-specific effect of smoking were discussed.